The goal of the Area Specific Plan is to
support the Southtown Community by
establishing solutions that strengthen
the business areas.

PURPOSE AND INTENT
Why an area specific plan?

The City of Grand Rapids created the Southtown Corridor Improvement District
(CID) in 2016 , as an expansion of the previously formed Madison Square CID.
The Southtown CID was formed to improve the health and success of
business areas in Southern Grand Rapids. It was also formed to empower the
community’s voice, guide and shape positive changes in the community, and
direct investment and physical improvements to the commercial corridors and
neighborhood connections where it can provide the most benefit to business
owners and residents.
The intent of the Southtown Area Specific Plan (ASP) is to provide physical
plan recommendations along the corridor, and policy tools necessary to support

the business districts of the Southtown CID. The ASP can help strengthen and
expand cultural and neighborhood assets and brings vitality to the districts.
Both the plan development process and implementation strategies are based
on business community feedback, public engagement, and ownership of
outcomes, including the provision of genuine choice and equity in decisionmaking.
The Southtown CID encompasses five Individual and unique neighborhood
business districts including: Alger Heights, Boston Square, Franklin and
Eastern, Madison Square, and Seymour Square. The ASP provides
strategies that are specific to each business district while providing overarching
recommendations that cover the full district.
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The overall process was organized into three phases:
PHASE 1: LISTENING AND LEARNING

This phase focused on reviewing past planning efforts
and meeting with key stakeholders and the public to
understand the critical issues and needs in Southtown, as
well as crafting an initial vision and goals for the ASP.






In addition to the workshops and open houses, a webbased and matching paper survey were developed to
ask business owners and residents specific questions
about Southtown. The Southtown ambassadors played
a key role in helping to distribute and collect surveys.

A second 3-day workshop was utilized
in conjunction with six pop-up
workshops at different times of the
day and in each of the five business
areas. These pop-up workshops
focused on reaching out directly to
business and property owners within
the business areas.

#1 - BE A MORE STABLE AND THRIVING
COMMUNITY WITHOUT DISPLACEMENT











FROM
GOALS TO
OBJECTIVES







BEST PRACTICES
FOR BUSINESS AREAS
CONTINUOUS RETAIL FRONTAGE
Successful retail districts are characterized
by a contiguous line of storefronts in a retail
cluster, which encourages customers to shop
at more than one retailer per visit. Not only do
customers enjoy a ‘one-stop-shop’ for their
goods and services, retailers and businesses
thrive in a centralized structure. Especially in
urban neighborhoods, this will help guarantee a
level of traffic that might not be achieved if the
retailer was located in isolation. Additionally,
retail clusters often serve as places where
the community gathers for shopping,
entertainment, and socializing. Retailers
and the community alike reap the benefits of
strategic planning that foster and preserve
these clusters.
HIGH VISIBILITY AND EASY ACCESS
For a retailer, regardless if they are a national
or local tenant, visibility is of utmost importance
to ensure customers can clearly identify the
storefront, understand what they sell, and be
enticed to make a purchase. In urban retail
markets, retailers benefit from pedestrians
who, unlike those traveling by automobile, have
a longer window of time to experience each
storefront. The customer will easily identify
the store based upon clearly and uniformly
identified street numbers, varied signage, and
large storefront windows.
RETAIL ON BOTH SIDES OF THE
STREET
When both sides of a street include occupied
retail spaces, retailers have the greatest
exposure to pedestrian and vehicular traffic by
taking advantage of activity on both sides of
the street.

CLEAN, SAFE, WELCOMING
Across all retail types, low vacancy rates and
well-lit sidewalks and storefronts increase
the perception of safety along retail corridors.
Buildings and landscaping should be designed
to promote visibility. The biggest deterrents
to crime, especially property crime, includes
clear sightlines, street and storefront lighting,
and a general sense that the community
and jurisdiction is involved in maintaining
safe streets, indicated by minimal litter and
vandalism. Visible vandalism is an indicator that
crime occurs in the area and is a psychological
deterrent for potential customers.
AMPLE SIDEWALKS, STREETSCAPE,
ETC .
Retail environments can suffer if the streetscape
is overpopulated with fixtures and furnishings.
A sidewalk’s furniture, plantings or patterns can
create difficulties in travel and direct access and
visibility to shops. Benches should face towards
shops to encourage patronage. Trees should
not obscure or block signage. Outdoor seating
should be placed curbside, ensuring pedestrian
traffic is alongside the storefront.

Retain, grow, and recruit businesses and
employment, especially minority and locally owned.

#2 - BE A HIGHLY VALUED COMMUNITY THAT
CELEBRATES AND PROMOTES CULTURAL AND
NEIGHBORHOOD ASSETS


Promote affordability.
Build ownership. Expand equitable access to capital
for everyone.
Provide direction for the desired land uses and
development patterns across the Southtown CID.
Build organizational capacity within existing
organizations—such as business areas associations—
to better guide/inform plan implementation.







Reflect the area’s history, character, and uniqueness.
Recognize and respect the longevity and diversity of
businesses and residents.
Leverage placemaking opportunities through local
expression and participation.
Prioritize the “place” value of streets in the district over
the “through” value to fast moving traffic.
Connect people to healthy and cultural food
opportunities.

Support the health and integrity of residential
neighborhoods to retain current residents, including
renters and property owners.

#3 - BE A MORE VIBRANT PLACE TO WORK,
SHOP, PLAY, LEARN, LIVE AND DO BUSINESS


Below each goal, multiple objectives are listed. These goals and
objectives can help the Southtown CID Board and other community
members assess opportunities and progress going forward—making
sure that changes that occur in the Southtown CID have a positive and
beneficial outcome.

The final phase of work refined the
strategies and actions into coherent
recommendations and developed the
ASP report document, including relevant
background information, an action plan,
and appendices.

This phase of work tasked the project
team with distilling the input from
Phase 1 into a series of key challenges
and issues that the ASP would need to
address. From there, the project team
drew on local expertise and knowledge,
a retail market analysis, best practice
guidance, and other resources to develop
a menu of strategies that respond to the
community’s goals.

This phase of work culminated with 3-day series of
workshops, focus group meetings, and public open
houses. The meetings and open houses were held in
different locations around the district, and the day-long
open-house format provided ample opportunity to be
engaged.

The four goals and individual objectives (below) were formulated over
the course of the planning process in response to steering committee
input, business owner engagement, and public workshops and surveys.
These goals address a broad range of challenges but speak to the
overall importance of strengthening the commercial vitality and stability
of the Southtown CID and its business areas.

PHASE 3: PLAN ADOPTION AND ACTION

PHASE 2: STRATEGIES AND IDEAS

#4 - BE A SAFER ENVIRONMENT FOR EVERYONE


Improve the overall business climate of the district
and deter economic decline.
Support social cohesion. Grow community programs
and activities and hold regular events aligned with
each business area to bring people together.
Be a healthy place to live—for people and the
environment.






Improve the retail corridor environment. Improve
safety and comfort. Be clean and welcoming. Have a
cohesive identity.
Provide improved transit and bus service
accommodations.
Improve bicycle and pedestrian safety.
Improve personal safety and crime, in tandem with
improving policing practices.

Improve access to open space and recreation.

BEST PRACTICES
BEST PRACTICES
FOR AN EQUITABLE FOR MOBILITY
ECONOMY
FOCUS ON WEALTH BUILDING
One of the most effective strategies for stabilizing a community and
in turn supporting a thriving business district is to focus resources
on projects and programs that help build wealth and ownership.
For businesses in the Southtown area, building wealth can take a
number of forms: increasing opportunities for businesses owners
to own the properties they are located in, reinvestment into their
stores/businesses, and reducing debt.
Being able to build wealth provides financial security for businesses,
while also giving businesses the flexibility to try new ventures or
services that can in turn grow their success.
COLLABORATION, PARTNERSHIPS AND KNOWLEDGE
SHARING
Building relationships between businesses, property owners,
patrons, community leaders, institutions, and non-profit
organizations is critical for the success of commercial areas.
At the individual business level, creating opportunities for
businesses to learn from one another and build success collectively
is important. Especially for people wishing to start new businesses
and entrepreneurial ventures.

APPROPRIATE RETAIL SPACE
A storefront width module of 25- to 30-feet with
a depth of 60- to 70-feet, with clear height of
ceilings at a minimum of 14-feet, appeal to a
wide number of tenants and retail types. This
is important as turnover in the retail market
occurs—a space built for one tenant can easily
be reconfigured to accommodate a different
tenant later. Tenant space that is designed to be
flexible will have the best chance of long-term
sustainability and will be able to meet the needs
of diverse users. Ideally, a space can be used by
national, regional, independent or local tenants
for restaurant, retail, service or retail-equivalent
uses.
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Public streets and rights-of-way are the primary means by which most
people experience their community. Whether as a driver, a pedestrian, a
bicyclists, an employee, or a business patron - we all utilize public streets
to access destinations. The following best practices should be considered
as recommendations are implemented and pursued across the Southtown
CID.
DESIGN FOR SAFETY FIRST
Streets should be safe and comfortable for all users, regardless of modes
of travel. Safety should be the primary decision factor when determining
how to change streets and roadways. While getting from A to B as fast
as possible is desirable for most people - that should not take emphasis
away from protecting human life.
ALIGN WITH VITAL STREETS FRAMEWORK AND DESIGN
GUIDELINES
The city-wide Vital Streets program provides a comprehensive framework
and guidelines to inform the design of streets in the city. This framework
identifies the primary transportation modes that are emphasized on
certain corridors, while also identifying ways in which the streets can be
designed to be more compatible with adjacent land uses - whether it is
commercial or residential in nature.
RECOGNIZE THE “PLACE” VALUE OF STREETS
While streets do need to serve transportation needs - moving
automobiles, trucks, bicycles, pedestrians, and transit vehicles - it is
critical to acknowledge that streets are also "places." They are front
lawns, the entrances to business, gathering places, locations for outdoor
dinning and retail - and more. While accommodating transportation needs
is of course essential, design decisions should look to balance these
needs against the place value of the street and adjacent properties.
DESIGN FOR ALL AGES AND ALL ABILITIES
Different people have different abilities to move around. Streets should
be designed to be accommodating for people regardless of their condition
and ease of moving around - particularly for pedestrians and those with
mobility challenges. Providing clearly marked sidewalks, smooth surfaces
free of tripping hazards or other obstacles, and adequate protection
from fast moving vehicle traffic is important. For the business areas, this
approach will make commercial streets more welcoming and inviting to
people - encouraging them to patronize local businesses.

GOAL 1:

OBJECTIVES
•

BE A MORE STABLE AND
THRIVING COMMUNITY WITHOUT
DISPLACEMENT

•
•
•
•

•

Retain, grow, and recruit businesses and employment, especially
minority and locally owned.
Promote affordability.
Build ownership. Expand equitable access to capital for everyone.
Provide direction for the desired land uses and development patterns
across the Southtown CID.
Build organizational capacity within existing organizations—such as
business areas associations—to better guide/inform plan
implementation.
Support the health and integrity of residential neighborhoods to
retain current residents, including renters and property owners.

SOUTHTOWN CID AREA SPECIFIC PLAN

GOAL 1:

BE A MORE STABLE AND THRIVING
COMMUNITY WITHOUT DISPLACEMENT (CONT.)

SOUTHTOWN CID AREA SPECIFIC PLAN

GOAL 2:

BE A HIGHLY VALUED COMMUNITY
THAT CELEBRATES AND
PROMOTES CULTURAL AND
NEIGHBORHOOD ASSETS

OBJECTIVES
•
•
•
•

Reflect the area’s history, character, and uniqueness. Recognize and
respect the longevity and diversity of businesses and residents.
Leverage placemaking opportunities through local expression and
participation.
Prioritize the “place” value of streets in the district over the “through”
value to fast moving traffic.
Connect people to healthy and cultural food opportunities.
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GOAL 3:

BE A MORE VIBRANT PLACE TO
WORK, SHOP, PLAY, LEARN, LIVE &
DO BUSINESS

OBJECTIVES
•
•

•
•

Improve the overall business climate of the district and deter
economic decline.
Support social cohesion. Grow community programs and activities
and hold regular events aligned with each business area to bring
people together.
Be a healthy place to live—for people and the environment.
Improve access to open space and recreation.

SOUTHTOWN CID AREA SPECIFIC PLAN

GOAL 4:

BE A SAFER ENVIRONMENT FOR EVERYONE
OBJECTIVES
•
•
•
•

Improve the retail corridor environment. Improve safety and comfort. Be clean and
welcoming. Have a cohesive identity.
Provide improved transit and bus service accommodations.
Improve bicycle and pedestrian safety.
Improve personal safety and crime, in tandem with improving policing practices.
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ARDMORE

B1 PRIORITY INVESTMENT
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B1 Priority investment area
B2 Facade improvement

BURTON

B3 Retailer recruitment & outreach

M1 CROSSING

IMPROVEMENTS

B3 Infill development opportunity

MERRITT

B5 Site furnishings

PARKING LOT & B9
IMPROVEMENT
> Edge condition

B6 Public gathering space opportuntiy

HAZEN

SOUTHTOWN ZONING

B13 GATEWAY:

Seymour Square

MERRIFIELD

B8 Street trees & landscape

SD-IT: Special District Industrial (no change)

B9 On/off-street parking improvements

JOSLIN

LDR: Low Density Residential (no change)

PARIS
PARK N2

LDR open space (no change)
MDR: Mixed Density Residential (no change)
TBA: Traditional Business Area (no change)

OTTILLIA

LDR to MDR

B10 Street lighting
B11 Alleyway improvements
B12 Service & delivery zone improvements
B13 Branding & gateway signage

DEMING

ZONING CHANGES
TBA to TBA Transition

B7 Special events & activities

B13 GATEWAY:

Alger Heights

M2 Potential bike lanes or bike parking

GRISWOLD
ALGER HEIGHTS

M3 Transit facility opportunity

(see enlargement)

M4 Pedestrian comfort & safety improvements

B1 RETAIL PRIORITY AREA
ALGER

M1 Pedestrian crossing improvements

LDR to TBA Transition
LDR to TBA

N2 Open & greenspace opportunity

MDR to TBA Transition

N4 Affordable housing opportunity

MDR to TBA

MULFORD

B13 GATEWAY:

Alger Heights

